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Leaders from Spain, Portugal, and Latin America met in Valparaiso and Santiago de Chile Nov.
9-11 for the Sixth Ibero-American Summit, which had as its theme "Governability for Efficient and
Participative Democracy." Shortly after the Ibero-American Summit, the World Food Summit was
held in Rome. At both meetings, Cuban leader Fidel Castro captured the attention of the media and
participants, who resoundingly condemned the Helms-Burton Law and the US embargo against
Cuba.
Meanwhile, in New York, the UN General Assembly, by the widest margin to date, also condemned
US policy toward Cuba. Although the focus of the Ibero-American Summit was democracy, many
variations of democracies were represented by the participating nations. Spain is governed by
a parliamentary monarchy in which the eldest male son of the king is heir to the throne. That
system has drawn fire from citizen organizations that criticize it not only as sexist but undemocratic,
because the head of state is crowned without being elected. In Portugal, the head of the government,
the prime minister, is designated by parliament.
And, in Cuba, the governing Partido Comunista is the only party. In the rest of the nations
represented at the meeting, democratic structures vary widely. In Chile, for example, the
Constitution and the head of the army, Gen. Augusto Pinochet, were both inherited from the 1973-90
dictatorship. In contrast, Costa Rica has maintained one of the longest running democracies in Latin
America, including decades of consecutive civilian governments and enforcement of civil rights.
In the Vina del Mar Declaration approved at the summit, the signatories confirmed their
commitment to democracy, political pluralism, and respect for human rights and basic liberties.
International principles of respect among nations were also recognized, "especially the principles
of sovereignty, nonintervention, and juridical equality of states, as well as the right of each nation
to freely build in peace, stability and justice its own political system and institutions." Cooperation,
the document stated, "requires that national traditions rooted in each of our societies be respected,
and that each nation choose the means, instruments, and mechanisms it considers most suitable."
The support for tradition acknowledged the diverse expressions of democracy in the region, thus
allowing all participants to sign the document.
The summit declaration also rejected the US Helms-Burton Law and the "application of unilateral
measures, particularly those that are coercive and contrary to free trade." Such actions act adversely
on "Ibero-American growth and stability, which, in turn, affect democratic governability." Because
the theme of the Santiago meeting was democracy, Castro's presence brought strong criticism from
Chile's right wing and from a group of Cuban exiles from Miami who came to Chile to protest.
It was the Cuban leader's first trip to Chile since he visited socialist president Salvador Allende
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(1970-1973) twenty-five years ago. Cuban delegates stressed that their nation's single-party system
of grassroots "democratic participation" is more fair than the "representative democracy" with
political pluralism seen in the rest of Latin America.
And Castro said that, despite criticism of Cuba's human rights record, in his three decades as
president, "not one person has 'disappeared,' been killed for political reasons, or tortured, and
there have been no death squads." Castro also lashed out at privatization, which is being carried
out throughout the region as part of the structural adjustment policies imposed by international
lenders. "As long as everything is privatized at any price and the state sells off the wealth that past
generations accumulated with great sacrifice...what future awaits us?" asked Castro.
In closing the summit, Chilean President Eduardo Frei said that his country represents one of the
most successful examples of how the restoration of democracy has helped foment political and
social stability, sustained economic growth, and insertion into the global economy. But he added
that problems must not be ignored, such as growing corruption, increasingly skewed income
distribution, apathy and disenchantment with politics among the young, and a lack of credibility
among political parties.
Meanwhile, as the Ibero-American Summit in Chile focused on democracy, in Rome, the World
Food Summit, sponsored by the UN's Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), turned its attention
to the problems of world hunger. The five-day gathering, the highest level meeting of its kind called
to discuss efforts to end starvation, was the last in a series of major UN conferences over the past
four years to map out an agenda for tackling the world's problems on the eve of the 21st century.
The summit adopted the Declaration on World Food Security, as well as a Plan of Action. The
declaration recognized "the right of all to have access to adequate food and the fundamental right of
all to not suffer hunger."
Nevertheless, the seven-point plan adopted by all 194 nations at the summit outlines only moderate
goals. The central point of the plan sets the year 2015 as a target date to cut by half the 840 million
people now without access to sufficient food. "If it depended on me, I certainly would not have
set an objective whereby 400 million people continue not to have access to adequate food," FAO's
director general Jacques Diouf told a news conference at the end of the meeting. Castro, who was
elected vice president of the summit, called the 2015 goal shamefully modest and said it was "the
very minimum" to hope for.
The document also urged fewer trade barriers for food and opposed using food aid as a political
tool leading to denunciations of embargoes by a host of speakers, including Pope John Paul II
and Cuba's Castro. Despite the widespread calls to end world hunger, much disagreement was
evident regarding how to accomplish that. Those differences were underscored by the US's
written reservations, including its insistence that it did not recognize a "right to food," since it
fears that recognition of that "right" could lead to lawsuits from poor nations seeking aid and
special trade provisions. Instead, Washington led a call by rich nations at the conference to make
free trade the key to ending poverty and hunger. "The US believes that the attainment of any
'right to adequate food' or 'fundamental right to be free from hunger' is a goal or aspiration to be
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realized progressively, which does not give rise to any international obligations nor diminish the
responsibilities of national governments toward their citizens," the US statement said.
However, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), which met on the sidelines of the summit,
voiced their dissatisfaction, saying that leaders had missed an opportunity to make meaningful
commitments. The world had to choose between "profit for a few or food for all," an NGO
representative, Jeanot Minla Mfou'ou of Cameroon, told the closing summit session. "Food is a
fundamental and unquestionable human right." During the meeting, Pope John Paul II proposed
that the foreign debt of poor countries be considerably reduced or eliminated, while other countries
such as Peru proposed novel foreign debt swaps for developing nations that succeed in achieving
food security.
The summit conclusions, which were adopted by acclamation at the start of the meeting, are
the result of more than two years of negotiation. They contain compromise language in several
contentious areas such as trade, development aid, population, sanctions, and women's rights.
Despite adoption of the resolutions, 15 delegations, including the US, lodged reservations or
interpretations on the texts.
Meanwhile in New York, the UN General Assembly voted for the fifth consecutive year and by the
widest margin to date in favor of a resolution calling for an end to the US embargo against Cuba.
The vote was 137 to three, with 25 abstentions. The three countries that voted against the resolution
were the US, Israel, and Uzbekistan. A similar resolution last year received 117 votes, with the same
three countries opposed but with 38 abstentions. As in the past, US allies as well as adversaries
backed Cuba because they regard the embargo as a violation of their own sovereignty by subjecting
them to the effects of Washington's laws and regulations. All 15 members of the European Union
(EU) voted in favor of the resolution, including three who abstained last year Britain, Germany, and
the Netherlands. Criticism of US policy has sharpened because of the Helms-Burton Law.
A US representative, Victor Marrero, called for a rejection of the resolution, saying Cuba was the
only Western Hemisphere country "ruled by a regime that clings to the discredited, dictatorial
habits of the past," ignoring the hopes of its people and international standards of human rights.
And he said the US, like every other country, has the right to "choose with whom it trades, to
protect the property rights of its own citizens, and to pursue its national interests." Speaking before
the vote, Cuba's vice president, Carlos Lage Davila, said it is time for a new US policy toward his
country. Referring to US President Bill Clinton's campaign image of "a bridge to the 21st Century,"
Lage asked, "How can a bridge into the future be built if it is not possible to lay a much shorter
bridge just 90 miles long over which peace in the hemisphere may cross?" Ambassador John
Campbell of Ireland, speaking on behalf of the EU, which recently decided to make it illegal for
its members to comply with the Helms-Burton Law, criticized "increasing violations of civil and
political rights" by the Cuban government in the past year. But he reiterated EU opposition to
"attempts by the US to coerce other countries into complying with the commercial measures it
has adopted unilaterally against Cuba." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 11/04/96, 11/06/96, 11/11/96;
Spanish news service EFE, 11/04/96, 11/05/96, 11/11/96, 11/12/96; New York Times, 11/10/96,
11/12/96; New York Times, 11/11/96, 11/13/96; United Press International, 11/04/96, 11/17/96; Reuter,
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11/08/96, 11/10-12/96, 11/17/96; Associated Press, 11/11/96, 11/12/96, 11/17/96; La Jornada (Mexico),
11/18/96]
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